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Summary: 


Quiet moments of conversation. 


1. Things you said when we were on top of the 
world 


Author's Note: 


First posted for a meme on tumblr. 





Menardi wrapped an arm round her partner's shoulders as 
they sat by the campfire. The scholars and diplomats under 
their protection were busy with last minute preparations, 
comparing notes and jotting down amendments to the 
speeches they'd written. 


"Can you believe it?" Menardi asked, pitching her voice at a 
whisper. "Prox's best and brightest - and we've been chosen 
to escort them." 


"This is only the beginning." Saturos pulled her closer. "We'll 
have a future ahead of us, after all this time..." 


"Karst has been boasting to everyone who'll listen." 


"She has every reason to be proud. | assured her that | trust 
you with my life." 


"You always have time for her, don't you?" 


"And for you." 


2. Things you said with too many miles 
between us 


"The old shrine? Keep heading west, and you'll find it just 
before the path turns downhill. It's a half hour walk, on a 
clear day like this, and it's the most romantic sight for miles 
around. Why don't | come along and keep you company?" 


"You had better not." Alex stepped away from the village 
healer and forced a smile. "I'm taken." 


"Someone from your hometown?" Her eyes sparkled even as 
he nodded. "I dare say they don't know how lucky they are." 


"| believe we both appreciate how lucky we are to be alive." 


"Oh? Uh. Thank you again for your help this morning." She 
bowed her head, then returned to the Sanctum, sneaking 
one last glance over her shoulder. 


Alex sighed and set off down the path, leaving the little 
mountain village behind. He'd hoped he might be able to 
recruit a few healers from the Mercury Clan's old territories. 
Dauva used to be the next largest settlement after Imil, but 
it had clearly fallen into decline. Not only was the Sanctum 
short staffed, but the healers relied entirely on medicine, 
with no powers of their own. He'd do better to train up a few 
Imilians; even if they couldn't cast Ply, they'd be loyal 
enough to the community that he wouldn't need to tempt 
them with higher pay. 


Perhaps he'd have more luck on the other side of the 
mountains. He needed to press on and make the most of the 
summer months. Mia would struggle to forgive him if he left 


her to face the coming winter on her own. Or if he returned 
without something to show for his journey. 


He'd known better than to inform her of his plans. She would 
only have reminded him of their constant duty to the 
Lighthouse, and of the daily struggle to meet the townsfolk's 
needs, and of how much she needed him. She'd have gotten 
everyone in Imil on her side, and they would have insisted 
that he couldn't afford to abandon his post, now of all times. 


The snow had set in earlier and deeper every year in recent 
memory, cutting them off from the rest of the continent ever 
more thoroughly. When the flu had gone epidemic this last 
winter, Mia's father had sent a message to the Bilibin 
Sanctum asking whether they could spare a few pairs of 
hands. Their refusal hadn't arrived until spring, by which 
point the damage had been done. 


Mia had spent the majority of her time looking after her 
father when he fell ill, leaving Alex to attempt to keep the 
disease in check throughout town. He'd lost some of his 
patients, and prayed that his teacher would recover in time 
to help save the rest. Families who would usually look after 
each other had fallen ill together, and even with the help of 
those neighbors who were still able to cook and clean, there 
hadn't been enough hours in the day to tend to everyone as 
they deserved. He'd gone weeks without more than an hour 
or two of sleep each night. Then the head and heart of the 
clan had died, and the months that had followed were lost to 
him. He could pick out a few memories from the haze of 
grief, work and squalor. Mia had rested her head on his 
shoulder, stealing a few minutes of sleep before someone 
had hammered at their door and dragged them back out 
into the cold. An old woman had hugged him after she'd 
recovered, and offered words of sympathy which had sent 
Mia running for the door with tears in her eyes. He'd held a 


funeral for a child. When spring had been on the way, he'd 
carried Mia to the Lighthouse. They'd slept for most of the 
day, bundled up in a dry corner with a pile of blankets. 
Nobody had been able to interrupt. When they'd returned to 
town, a couple of people had been looking for them, but it 
hadn't been an emergency. 


Alex had considered replying to the message from Bilibin, 
until he'd realised that he couldn't bear to count down the 
days until the end of the year while leaving his fate to a 
messenger. Mia had seen no point in replying, though she'd 
suggested he send word to the other Sanctums. They might 
both survive another harsh winter, but they could not 
restore the clan by blinkering themselves from the facts. Imil 
would not endure forever. Too many houses stood empty. He 
couldn't blame the people who had drifted south to Bilibin, 
Kolima, Kalay and Tolbi. Food was getting expensive. They 
had to import more each year. Mia had begun to talk about 
starting a family. Did she truly believe they could reverse 
their fortunes through sheer determination? That 
stubbornness of hers - it was why he loved her, and why he 
could not humour her any further. 


The path took a sharp turn before continuing down the 
mountain. Alex dragged himself from his thoughts and 
approached the shrine, a small structure built from bright 
blue stone and surrounded by trees. An open archway led 
into a room which held nothing but a statue standing next to 
a sealed door. He cast Ply on the goddess, trying to keep 
faith that she would reveal the way forward. 


The door opened, and he stepped through into the ruined 
shrine. The roof and walls had crumbled away in countless 
places, allowing the forest to spread across most of the floor. 
He needn't have bothered casting Ply. 


Had any relics survived? The detour might prove fruitful if 
he were to find an old book of medicine or prophecy. He'd 
give thanks for anything that would better equip them to 
face the next epidemic, or provide them with another 
export, or somehow explain the relentless decline of the 
land they had sworn to protect. 


A statuette lay half buried in the ground. He knelt and 
scraped away the grass and soil. The sensation reminded 
him of throwing the second handful of earth onto his 
teacher's coffin. Afterwards, he'd gone to stand next to Mia, 
watching as she stared dead ahead. He hadn't been able to 
help but wonder which of them would be next. For the rest of 
the day, he'd tried to avoid letting her out of his sight. She'd 
asked for some time alone. He'd argued. She'd ordered him 
out of the house. They hadn't seen each other again for a 
few hours. He couldn't remember how they'd made up. 


Alex wiped his hand clean on his cloak and fished his gloves 
out of his bag. Once he'd freed the goddess from the earth, 
he turned the figurine over in his hands, searching for any 
hint of ancient writing or hidden compartments. 


As far as he could tell, it was nothing but an ornament. He 
could sell it for a good price in the south. If he was going to 
recruit extra help, he'd have to find the money one way or 
another. 


The Goddess Mercury radiated serenity, carved in white 
marble by an artisan from an age gone by. How had his 
ancestors created the walls of this shrine, or the Lighthouse, 
or any other wonder of the ancient world? They must have 
been able to concern themselves with more than the bare 
bones of survival. What would it take to recreate that golden 
age? 


Would he ever find the answers in these decaying lands? 
What were his chances of even finding competent healers 
who were willing to fight the inevitable on a shoestring 
budget? He could see his future all too clearly. Once he'd 
burned out his options, he would return home, perhaps with 
a modest haul of supplies, and work to earn Mia's 
forgiveness. He would try to see her through another 
intolerable winter. They would do their best to raise a child 
in the shadow of death. Their duties would drive them to an 
early grave. 


Perhaps he was trying to make a virtue of weakness. He'd 
run away, and he was searching for something to justify the 
decision before he had to answer to his other half. Would he 
ultimately have to accept that their life would not hold any 
more surprises? 


He held the goddess up to the light and cleaned a few more 
traces of soil from her robes. 


"You're beautiful, but you're not enough to impress her, are 
you?" 


Mercury offered no reply. 


"Where would you have me walk? Has the clan preserved all 
of your teachings, or have you sent me to rediscover our 
heritage? | am your servant, as | have always been. | will do 
whatever it takes to stay the hand of fate." 


He wondered whether she would be pleased with him, in the 
end. 


3. Things you said under the stars and in the 
grass 


Felix rested his elbow on the tree stump and clasped Isaac's 
hand. "Ready? Three, two, one..." 


Arm-wrestling was the closest they would come to fighting, 
now that they'd settled their differences. Excalibur lay on 
the grass, waiting for the winner to claim it as their prize. 
Isaac gritted his teeth and managed to hold his ground. 


Holding his hand again felt surreal. Even after Isaac had 
steeled his heart against him and chased him all over the 
world, he'd listened to reason. Even after weariness and 
bitterness had worn him down, he'd come through the 
experience more honest than ever before. Isaac had 
admitted that he'd been in the wrong without doubting the 
worth of the support he'd pledged to him from that point on. 
Felix couldn't help but envy his strength even as he drew 
reassurance from his presence. 


As he studied his friend's face in the moonlight, he found he 
could see no point in denying him this victory. 


"Hah!" Isaac slammed his hand down, then took a few deep 
breaths. He glanced at Excalibur, then met Felix's gaze and 
frowned. "Are you sure...?" 


"You were right. You need new equipment." Felix smiled, 
keeping hold of his hand. "I'll be counting on you, now that 
we're fighting side by side." 


Isaac nodded, clasping his shoulder with his free hand. 
“Thank you for proving that | was right to trust you." 


Felix tried to keep smiling. He had to see everyone safely 
home before he could be sure that their trust had not been 
misplaced. 


"Hey. We can do this." Isaac leaned in, shifted his hand to his 
neck, and pressed a quick kiss to his lips. 


Felix jolted upright. "Why...?" 


"It seemed like the thing to do." Isaac smiled and squeezed 
his hand. 


Felix took a while to realise that he was holding his breath. 


"Yes. Uh. Thank you." Felix tried to string together a few 
more words while Isaac grinned and waited. "It's hard to 
believe that everything's come together this way." 


"You can believe it." Isaac shifted round to his side. 


Felix leaned in for another kiss, and let Isaac pull him down 
into the grass. 


"Watch out for Excalibur." 


"| know, | know..." 


